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< A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS: THE STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION OF TASK-ORIENTED

COMMUNICATION WITHIN COMPLEX ORGANIZATIONS

-

- . . / INTRODUCTION

14

Talk with most corporate com@uﬁicators, public relations practitioners, and Gthers 1n5,

timately invoived in organizational communication, and often‘you will hear them speak of

thelr Job as 1f it were unlque. Some people thlnk because communlcatlon is such an art ‘and |
because no two organizations are quite the same, that any_communication process ueed by any -
one organization will be spe ial. While it may well be ffue that eommunieation is much more
of an art than a science there is a growing body of theoretical and empirical evidence to

)

indicate that the structure and function of publie relations, corporate commuhicatidh--however

organizational communication is described-;can be predicted given the general type of organ-
~

2

ization supportin@ the communication system.

Recently the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (DNR) t%d to Kﬁew how various .
organizations used data releﬁing to the state'e water resourCes,‘ Data about water is an im-
portant piece of task-orientedrinformation for a variety of organizations. DNﬁ water re-
source planners and menagement information specia{ists wanted to identify generic charecéer-
istics of the communication égstems used by variqus Wisconsinlorganizations which gathered,

- A

processed, -stored and consumed water-use data. T?ey conducted a number of mail and téle-

-3

bhone.surveys to get'this information, and the da%a from the DNR surveys has now been re-

~ ]

_enalyzed in accordance with current theories of communication processes within complex

organizations.* The find{nge-have implications for both ‘researchers andvpractitionefe of

™ organizational communication. N . §

v

THE THEORY ' e
> To identify generic ‘characteristics, DNR survey researchers used a multi-systems ap-

proach to organizational commmications. As Grunig (1974) would explain: ”efglénatory con~
- 4
cepts (were) applied to communication behavior at several system 1evels and between d}fferent

-

systems." Grunig s perspective which this paper uses, assumes that a ﬁheory of orgeniza-

tional communicatibn.., ' ' . L

s

\

d by the Wisconsin Department

O e author was prinq;pal investigator for the surveys conduc
eolpgical: Surie“y . 3

[:R\ﬂ: Natural Resources. THe research was funded by the U.S.




but as an artificial progedure which individfuals And systems de-
slgn to bridge gaps in /!ge system (Carter 19737 Simon, 1969).
Communicatich will be/viewed as behavior/which/systems use to
reduce ncertainty afd to deal with,problematic situations.,

A (crunig, 1966) " fermig, 197h:

S e e e T

SRR SR
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The DNR data allows an gssessment of a mode of o ganizational communlcation developed

» 'by Lee Thayer (1966). He fonceptualized organ'zatio/al communication as being composed of

4 four basic processes:>\ ata acquisition, datd transportation, data processing, and data dis- |

play.i According to ayer:

Who does what with what
information?...It is the communica<

adaptability, reliability, and compatibility, while =

Nt _
or "efficacy".of the communicatilon system. By identifying these two domains of variables--

rganizational communication,
on the components of a system. Functions ore measures
of perfo;ﬁanoe, and structural -vari leo emphasize relationships and arrangements. Hage
“Sfotes: "Structural-functionalian gis in sociology can be defined as relating variables
of social arrangement and varia?les f social performence" (Hage, 197hb).

The analysis presented in #his aper is based on structugol-functionalism. The anolysis
assumes that organizations can_be clagsified a priori into useful typologies, and that the |
basgic nature of an orgoniiation--its major role iﬁisocietyf-significantly influepces its be- |

havior. The proposition investigated»with the secondary eanalysis of the DNR data is_that an ;

ERIC 4
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v 3
organization's "tHrough-put" influences the structure and function of the orga§}§ation's

task-oriented communication processes. o =

W h .

A number of different organizational typologies have ‘been developed and investig

(Pa;rsons, 1969, Etzioni, 1961 Blau and Scott, 1962; Burns, 1967; Hall, 1972; Hall, Haasi

i§9§9§9?1;19§6ﬁ;%2§z) .Katz and Kahn (1966) identified "genotypic" functions (prodngtion or

. They discussed four of these basic dimensions: the nature of the organization's through-put,

EKC | - .

wll Toxt Provided by ERIC

NS Y

‘aconomic, maintenance, adaptive, managerial or political) and what they called ' se%ond order
/characteristics" or basic dimensions which'canAdifferentiate many types of‘organi%ations.
the processes for insuring the maintenance input of humen persomnel, the nature of the
bureaucratic structure, and the type of equilibriumlof the system. |

The research presented in this paper demonstrates that Katz and Kehn's distinction be-
tﬁeen people-processing and object-processing organizations is a useful classification scheme:
that caen help explain differences in orgenizational .communication systems.

"Two basic differences must be recognized in dealing with systems processing sociai
objects as against physicaihobjects," Katz and Kahnlexplained. First, in people-processing
organizations, "the internal procedures mdst-attract and motivate" those being processed.
Second, the external transactions of people-processing organizations "are not those of the
market place in any inmediate or direct sense...Hence, the institutipn is less open to the

{mmediate influence of the market place and most concerned with long-range outcomes.”
( .

L4

o THE DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
To assess tﬁe usefulness of Katz and Kahn's classification scheme, data derived from a
sample of more than 4,000 orgenizations in Wisconsin were analyzed to determine whether the
structure and function of communication systems useds by people-processing and object-processi
organizations vary systematically. A sample (N=531) of orgenizations jJudged by the Wisconsin
Depaftment of Natural Resources "to be potentially interested in water-use data" was initialL

surveyed by DNR to determine water-uge data needs of these organizations.* A follow-up

*éee Wisconsin Dept. of Natural Resources "Final Report of the DNR-USGS water-use Project"
: - hetter #8250; L.P. Voight, Secretary, Box 450, Madison, Wisconsin 5370L.

0




k telephone survey of the 74 respondents who expressed & high interest in "a coordinated water

-
~

{, data program’" focused on how these organizations use data about the state's water resources.

K A secondary analysis of thesé/7h respondents *indicates significant differences in the structure

:“\

{4 and function of the comqunigatiq%fgrggess,amon& the f01l9WiQE;tMQ?§'Qf organizations: manu- ;

facturers, state and federal bureaucracies, regional plamning agencies, voluntéry orgeniza-~

. e e e i e oo

‘V‘M,\
\ tions, power generators, and city governments. DNR water resource gpecialists identified a-
y . - '
priori more than 4,000 Wisconsin organizations which fit, in their judgment, these categories.
The secondary enalysis used the Katz ind Kahn distinction of people-processing and object-

\Erocessing through-put (see Figure 1). The analysis focused on variances in measures of the

\ :
- gtructure and function of:the water-use (task-oriented) communication systeins used by these

/ .

dffferent types of organizatioﬂﬁ.

L K
¢ ' THE COMMUNICATION PROCESS
\ W .
The following concéﬁtua; definitions of the components of task-oriented communication

N,

LA | .
processes are derived from an explication by Lee Thayer (1968). Data acquisition, data

transpqQ tatioh, data proéessing and dsta display are the four basic components.
Q\ N ,

Dat aequisiﬁion is the process of collecting or gathering data which is used by the

communica§&on system. Accbrding to. Thayer, "Whether the system is limited*to a single in-

dividual or links\thousandé together in some collective effort, data for its user(s) must
\\ .
be acquired or collected &{ educed in some way. Data must be brought into the system at

certain points, with certa{n gelectivities, and on some sort or planned or fortuitious

schedule." Data acqﬁisition\was operationally defined for the DNR study as the amount of
v \ 1 " .

time and énergy put hto freguently collecting reliable information., The following scales

were used:
\ .
Where do you get most of this data? , :

e : 1,.. We get \the data from published sources of water-use data
2... Another organization gathers it for us and gives it to us
. in unpublished form. '
3... Our orgenization gathers its own raw data
. If your organization gathérs its own raw data or if another
organization gives you unpublished data, where does most’of
this data come from? .
4... Voluntary reports from appropriate water users.
5 Engineering estimates (for instence, from the size of well
casings or.the type of pump)., (; .




6... Sampling procedures which are on-site or which yleld
directly sampled data. '
7... Direct monitoring devices, such &s meters.

How frequently is this data collected?l

1... Annual - \ |

Kr 2. — Qaan-n‘tn-n"u-

s . ) 3. oe Monthly . "v.. .

e = e .._._...:.._..:n;.;-: Wé‘émyN“A s e s e e .u%‘r’ ettt et S
5... Daily ’ ‘

6. e HC?iJI‘ly /

Data transportation 1s the process by'which data are sent to the appropriate orgeniza- |

tional sub-unit(s) that process it. According to Thayer, "Onca 1n the system, data must be
transported, distributed or routed to designated terminals\ 'ginks,' .or processing centers."
Data transportation was operationally defined for this study by how quLckly and in what
chennel the data are sent to the processing centers., The followiné gcdles were used:

- How long does it take--on the average--to get this .aw'data
from the field to your office or processing center Where it
is tabulated and used? . '

l... More than one year

2... More than six months, less than one year
3... More then three months, less than six months
4... More than one month, less than three months

5... More thaen one week, less than one month

6... More than one day, less than one week _ .
7... One day or less ' o '

How i inls dabe from “he field sent to the prodéssing ceter or . .
C office? = - . :

l... In person
2... By mail, either inter-office or by the U.S. Post Offiece

3... By telephone conversation - .
"L4,.. By computer ‘ _ - .

Data processing is the proeess by which data are transformed into potential information.'

According to Thayer, "Whether data or communieatibn gystem, there are but two kinds of intern
. elements: processing centers or 'nodes' where sohething is done to the data received, and thj
"1inks' over which the data are routed or distributed. The, kinds of processing which might be |
carried out by these nodes or processing centers range from simple storage and reproduction
to rearrangement, recombination, réduction, emplification and extrapolation, to mechanical

analysis or synthesis and mechanical 'decisioning' to packaging end rerouting." Data

[Kc ,, T
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processing was operationally defined as the degree of sophistication and speed of data

manipulation and storage, plus the number of people involved in the process. The follow-

ing scales were used: ‘

How 4s the data tabulsted or processed in the office?

.+ ..l... No processing is require: The raw data is used directly

o by decision-mekers as it omes from the field. ol
2... Manually with paper pencil '

3... By simple machine calculators

4... By computers

Whaet size staff actually processes the data?

) 1... Less than one fulltime person
2... One fulltime person
3... More than one fulltime person. How many? ,
(Actual mumber for #3 becomes scale value

From the time raw data from the field is received at the
processing center, how long does it take to display it in .
the final form that decision-mekers use?

More then 18 months

More than one year, less than 18 months

More than six months, less than one year

More than three months, less than six months

More than one month, less than three months

More than one week, less than one month e ‘
More than one day, less thaen one week ’

One day or less

.
b
.

~ O\ FWMNDKH O

Data display is the process by which potential information is presented and distributed.

According.to Thayer, "Whorevor data are routed ‘' roughout a communication (or data) system
to some node or terminal or sink, those data must be displayed in some way. These‘displays
are of the system's basic output. The output of the processing elemenps or nodes of a com-
munication system must be in some form and pattern apd sequence.” Data display was opera-
tiopally defined for the DNR gtudy by thé degree of acceosability to the data, the'
sophistication of the presentation, the orienootion of primary users, plus the number
of people who use the data. ,
‘These four basic processes--data acquisition, transportation, orocessing, and display--
are structural variables: +they describe patterned activities and social arrangements. A

functional component of & task-oriented commmication system 18 its adaptability, a concept

| 8 ,

k2




used to describe the overall pefformance of the commugiéation ﬁrodess. The following ééaies

§
were used:
Are thesge any restrictions on who withln your own organlzation
— T T - man Hiave access to thig data? oo R T e

1... Yes —

Over Bo R B ) -

How is the data displayed the most frequently? GCheck one.)
1... It is not changed in format from the way the raw
data is received. ' .
2... Handwritten reports
3... Typed or printed reports
4,.. Graphs or plots

Which of the.following groups uses the data the most? (Check one.)

1... Non-mansgemerit personnel in your organization working
. on technical pro¥lems.

2... Mid-level management in your organlzation responsible
for specific projects.

3... Top management in your organization. Consider "your
orgenization" to include all divisions and subsidlaries,
not just your own local office.

> 4... People outside the organization use the data the most.
Y

How.many people inside your organization use the data?

4 A

(Actual number of people is scale value. ) e

-

Adaftability is the degree té which the tommunication process adequately adjusts and
interfaces with organizational conditions. 'Thayer uses two terms--both adaptability and
compatibility~-to describe this function of the communication process. According to Thayer,
"Whether intraérganizational or interorganizational, the efficacy of any communicatlon system

.nC:’;;\;ﬁfg;;tem may depend upon its cﬁmpatibility with other systems to which it becomes linked..
-If two organizations want to link one's purchasing function into the other's supply function
through their respective automated equipment, that equipment and its associated languages

will have to be compatible...Interpersonally, no matter how crucial a message to the re-

ceiver, it isn't going to be acquired and consumed by him unless he 1is equipped physiologicall
linguistically, conceptually, and technologically to acquire and consume it." Adaptability
wags operationally defined by the degree to which an organization's data can be associated with

other types of data. The following scales were used:

ERIC




Which of tHe following kinds of data do you have that can be
easily associated with your water-use data?
/

(Respondents could choose any number of items.
__ Scale value is sum of items picked.)
Economic indicators
Employment statistics
Productidn figures . S ,
Population . - L
Other, please specify. ' : .

gr;lL..,.—...__.: SEC . M 3

Which of the following indicators are associated with your
water-use data? (Check all that apply)

) (Respondents could choose any number of items. |
Scale value is sum of items picked.)

Point-source location, such as longitude or latitude
Geographic area, such as & river basin

Networks, such as highweys or river systems
Political regions, such as cities, counties

Other, please specify. - — :

*  THEORETICAL AND OPERATTONAL RELATTONSHIPS

The theory discussed here is based on the premise that the baéic nature of an org;niza-
tion will influence the structure and function of organizational components. The basic
proposition is that an orgenization's through-put is systematically related to the structure
and function of the organization's task-oriented communication. Several hypotheses were
examined.

On the assumption that people-processing orgenizations have a more heterogenous task
environment and must cope with more contingencies ﬂThompson, 1967), it was hypothesized ™~
that there would be significant differences in the structure and function of the communica-
tion processes among the following types of ofganizations: manufacturers, state and federal
bureaucraciea, regional planning egencies, voluntary agssociations, power generators, and

city governménts. In Thompson's words, "Generally, we would expect the complexity of the

s%ructure, the number and variety of units, to reflect the complexity of the environment"

—

(Thompson, 1967: 70).

On the assumption that the long-renge perspective of people-processing orgenizations.

" allows data to be gathered in a relatively slow manner, and because datd could be relativeiy'

10
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low in reliability due to the orgenization's lack of immediate involvement with the market/
'place, it was hypothesized that people-processing organizations would have a smeller data

acquisition component than object-processing organizations.

On the assumption that the immediacy of the marEet p1ace would requir?‘ﬁifﬁztﬁgﬁé‘

$

//

r

quickly gathered end sent to decision-makers, it was hypothesized that the Transporvation
component of the communicatlon process within object—processing organizations ‘would be
greater then within people-processing organizations.

On the assumption that people-processing\orgenizations are more concerned with long-
range outcomes, therebj investing more in the planning end analysis phases of decision-
meking, .end thereby sPending more on sophisticated data menipulation end storage, end
probably ianLning more peocple in the. processing of tﬁe data, it was hypothesized that
people-processing organizations would have a greater data processing component then would
object-processing organizations. o
. In support of this hypothesis is the notion that because people-processing orgeniza-
tions must interact with the "hnman variable", they must therefore be more capable of _ |
exercising appropriate coordination for the through-put; in other words, it was, assumed
that people-processing systems would be more gsophisticated in processing information=--or,
to use Thompson's'terminology, they.would more'iikely haye "coordination by mutual adjust-
ment"—-comparéd to object-processing orgenizations which, in Thompson's framework; would
be described as achieving c;ordination more by stenderdization and plan. ' )

On the assumption'that people-processing organizations must attract and motivate those
eing processed, and therefore would invest more in disseminating end presenting data in

\\b
appropriate, flexible ways, it was hypothesized that people-processing organizations would

have a greater display component in their communication process than would object-processing
organizations. ‘ .

. Because people-processing organizations arewcancerned with relatively complex, long-

range plans and would probably invest more in coordinating their own data with other types
( ¢

*of data, it was hypothesized that people-processing organizations wouldjﬁa;e\hone\adaptable

11 -
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commu@ication systems than object-processing organizations Theoretical support for this’

hypothesis ccmes from the proposition thatzpeople-processing organizations, essentially a
]

J
dyhamic task environment will place greater empﬁasis on-coordination by mutual adjustment

than will &.more stable object-processing organization~(Thompson, 1967)

_— e e e . N SR

S | e i RE .
- N '
The scale miasuring the rellability of the data acquisition activities and the scale

measuring the frequency with Which the data were collectéd were highly cornSiated (r— 83,
3Pjects; r=.66, people), indicating the data acg isition $ndex is an internally consistent in
dicator of the structured activity. It was hypothesized that the data acqulsition index
for people~processing orgenizations would be less than the data acquisition index for

- object~processing organizations. Table 1 indicales that the null hynothesis,can be re-

I .

Jected (p<.01).,

2 N .

~ The scale measuring the speed with which data are transported to the processing center

and the scale measuring the technological sophistication of the’data transportation wene

highly co?related (r=.58, objects; r=.73, people), ihdicating high internal consistency

for.the data transportation index. It was hypothesized that the Aata transportation index
for people-processing organizations would be lower than the data trafsportation index for
object-processing organizations. Table 1 indicates that the null hypothesis could be re-
Jectéd (p<.10). Descriptive statistics for sepanate scales measuring data transpo;tation‘
indicates that there are significant differences between measures of the speed hith which

data are transported (p<.025); but, there are no significant differences between measures

|
of the datg transportation techndlogy.

-

L} \ . ' ’
Three scales were used to bulld an index of data processing. Corrélations between

scales were high, indicating a highly internally consisteént index. It was hypotheaized
that the data processing index for people-processing organizations would be greater than

the data processing&index for object-processing organizations. Table laindicates that

the null hypothesig cannot be rejected. In fact, it is probably more correct to hypothesize
that the data pnoceasing index for people-processing orgunizations will be less than the

el SRS &

ull Text Provided by ERIC [y . 1<




. same'index foraobject#proCessing organizat{ons (p<.005). Analyzing the scales seﬁarately-
- v .o v
' 1nd1cates‘no statlstlcally slgnlflcant dlfference between the process1ng staff size of ~

4 N

people-processlng and obaect-process1ng organlzatlons, W1th 1arge statlstlcally s1gn1f1cant

» 1]
- e

»-dlfferences bétween measures of process1ng technology and turnaround time--agaln, 1n the

4
v , - - .

:‘opp031te dlrectlon than hypothes1zed. : : . . .

.fThe data dlsplay 1ndex is not rellable' the correlations between scales used to.bufld

. ﬁhe 1ndex were mixed (see rr‘able 2 and 3). For example, the. degree of dlsplay restrlctlons.

3

L and the numhgs of ﬁeable wuthln the organlzatlon rece1v1ng ‘the data are poS1t1vely cor-

2
Ve .

related for'z%ject-process1ng organlzatlons. Also, the sophlstlcatlon of data display

and-the 1evel of" management most often us1ng the data are pos1t1vely correlated for objecté

Y -+

processing organizations. But, tggjk scales are not s1gn1f1cantly correlated for people-

- processing organizations.~ People-processlng organlzatlons _expose more people to the data
(p<.025).
Because no people-processing organination'indicated any internal restric-

tions on their data, and because three of the 14 object-processing organizatlons did, the

' diﬁé%rences in means was’ stat1st1cally s1gn1f1cant (<. 001), but, again, the dlfference

N -

is in thé opposlte direction than hypothes1zed\ S i, : ' _ .

o Correlations between scales measurlng the adaptablllty of the communlcarlon systems
were not significant (see Table 2 and 3); -Thereiore; individual scales were,analyzed to
- .. . . s . & . ‘ . -
test the hypothesis that people-processing organiéations would have more adaptable com-

'munlcatlon systems than object-process1ng organlzatlons. Theoreticallyf people;processing

organlzatlons would be measured higher on both the general and SpelelC adaptablllty scales

than object-processing organlzatlons. Table 1 indicates that the nuil hypothes1s can be
!

regected for Sp801flc indicators of adaptability (p<.025). However, the'null_hﬁﬁothe31s

cannot be rejected for general 1nd1cators of adaptablllty.

. —_

- CONCLUSIONS |
" The research‘findings supnort the proposition that an organization’s through-put. will
) significantly 1nfluence the structure and function of the organization's task-oriented; com- f
nication system. Object-processlng organlzatlons in this study scored s1gn1f1cantlydﬁlgher

;[!Ehg; ' - ) ‘143 ) o
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on the data@acquisition index than people-processing'organizations. Also, the evidence

ce ’ 4 L S

indicates object-processing organizations place much\nore'emphasis on data'transportation\;

E
»

than people—process1ng orgaq1zations. The importance of object-processing organizations
producing a tangrﬁIe output-—a product-—cannot be underestimated. Apparently, the im-

<+ mediacy of the marketplace impacts on_object-process1ng organizations making them, acquire

more relisble data and transport the data faster than organizations,which essentially pro-
vide people‘nith a8 service end’do not have much.contact with a'marhetplace. In otherlwords,.
?i:object-processing orgenizations probahly hare a qnicker adgustment feedback loop ﬁhan .
people-processing organizations. - | . | .

P -

A - A related finding is that data acquisition and data transportation are highly inter-

dependent (as shown by the high correlations between 1nd1ces) It could be postulatedithat

3 /
as an organization increases ‘data acquisition, it will 1ncrease data transportation, .or,

as data transportation increases, data acquisition will increase. But, there could be some

ithird factor Simultaneously influencing both data acquisition and trapsportation. For
1nstance, the more importance an organization places on getting reliable data, the more

likely the orgenization will invest in getting data from the field to the main office, in

!

eother words, the perceived criticalness or importance ofl the data may influence both data
acquisition and tranSportation, ‘

*a

[

LR ) . : .
The theory described in this paper predicts that people-processing orgenizations would

) R

have a greater data processing componefit than object-processing orgénizations. The research
¥ / .

findings do not' support this prediction; In fact, the'indices>for data processing for ‘both

people-process1ng and obJect-processing organlzations are s1gn1f1cantly different in the op-

pos1te‘direction than was predicted (p<.005). The reason for this contradiction may be found

v

1n the sample selection' organizations, participating in this research had expressed a high

interest 1n data about how water is used--they do not represent all organizations using .this :

type of task-oriented information. For object-process1ng organizations, there may have been

“  an interaction between their expressed high interest-and‘theflavei of detail apparently con- ;
tained in their water-use data. This would account for object-processing organizations re-

N

quiring more. data processing,than,people;processing organization,'which--although they were

14
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highly interested in thé data——apparently process less detailedeata. Again, the relatiye

1mportance of the data to the organization's surv1val-—the criticalness of the data—-may <;
. -

’

-

account for the important-role in this research that data process1ng plays,for object-

LS -

proce331ng organizations.‘ Also, the complexity of the data itself--the detail embedded
b v

‘in the data--may 1nteract with the high ipterest of,the object-processing organizations.
The research findiggs\reported here support the propOsition that object-processing organiza-

‘tions expressing a high interest in a certain type of task-oriented information will have
) N F : K i

& higher data processing component than will peopléprocessing organizations expressing 'Lq

* .

g gimilar interest in the same type data. Most likely this relationship is caused by an

N

interaction between the expressed interest or need for the data and the data acquisition/
"_transportation component of the object-processing organizations.

There alsc seems to be a relationship ‘between data process1ng turnaround time and data
3
acquisition and transportation(as indicated by the hlgh correlations between measures of

these structural variables) gt seems appropr1ate to consider the time element inferred
from these measures &s an impor%ent variable in any theory relating structural activities

eem to be 1mportant factors in both
¥

4
sets of organizations studied here”\ It could\pe hypothesized, for instance, that as time

10

pressure increases to make decisionswwith this/type of\data, the amount of organizational

~of task- or1ented communication, f%r t1me press

effort‘invested in acquiring data frequently, ge\ting that data proce§sed and displayed

N~ EI

: rapidly.to dec1sion-makers will 1ncreaSe.

The research findings about data dlsplay ind1cate tha obJect-processing organiza-
tions, which acquire more reliable (detailed) data than peop e-proce881ng organizations,
apparently require more soph1st1cated display formats (p<. 3) ich require more intense data

processing. The importance of the data was reflected in only obgect—processing organiza-
. tions placing restrictions on water—use data. People-processing rganizations not only do
not restrict access to the data, they d1splay deta to more people ( .025).

Although organizations involved in‘ this survey were selected fo the1r expressed high

interest in this type of data, there nevertheless appears to be a qual tative difference in

the importance of the data to the two types of organizatlons. /bgect—process1ng organ12ation<
p

. this sample apparently consider water-use data more valuable (requiring restrictions

15 o R - ' “'»,-
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so that only an elite set of organizational decision-makers ‘have access to it) than peop%e-
LN

processing organizations. The fact that the majority of the people-process1ng organiza-

tions in this sample are governmental agencies might account for some of the respondents

-~

pfrceiVing no restrictions on this type of data. (McElreath 1973). It could be hypothesized
that the perceived criticalness of the decisions made with task-oriented information will
\‘determine the degree of restrictions placed on access io the data. Support for this hy-

pothesis could'be found in common law definitiqps of tnade secrets; for example, to estab-

lish the legal existence of a trade secret, corporate lawyers must demonstrate, among other
o

considerations, the extent of measures taken to guard the secrecy of the information “and

the ease or difficulty With which the-information could be properly seéured or duplicated

by others (Simon, 1969). . : K ~ . A .
2 A
This same underlying dimension of criticalness ‘mey account for subtle differences be-

tween measures of adaptability. As preViously mentioned the scale means describing the
specific adaptability of the data are significantly different for people-processing and .

object-processing organizations (p<.05); but, there were not Significantly,different for

-

measures of general adaptability One possible explanation is that people-processing or-

.

ganizations working with this type of -task-oriented information aree;nvolVed in making

-

multiple uges of it; while object~-processing organizations (although their data are ap-

paren@ly more critical and more detailed) these obgect-molding organizations are not: - -2 -

greatly concerned with associating their data With.other data systems. The research find-

ings support the hypothesis that people-processing organizations will have more adaptable '
task-oriented communication systems than will object-processing organizations.

The most important conclusion of this research is that the Katz and Kehn distinction
between people and object through—puts is theoretically useful It is important "to know that,
the basic business of an orgenization--the material 1t is in the business of transforming-—‘
will greatly influence the st;ucture and function of its task-oriented communication. Not
only does ‘what or- who is being processed through the organization influence the communication;

ystem supported by that organization, but also it appears that what-is being processed

through the communication system itself-~-the content of the data--interacts with the
—

wll Toxt Provided by ERIC
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system. | . , ya 'ﬁ - ST
This theory of orgenizational ommuni ationfhas been operationally defined so that it )

s 1imited to fairly technical t sk-or‘ nted formation; It would‘be enlightening to have

_the dependent varlables operat onally deflned in more general terms and to have the content

of the communication be mor. ‘generaliz ¥le; for instance, to apply this theory to major
. -and minor news events as they axre py cessed through a news organization, or to define the
content along dimens1ons/of analyzability, comprehens1bility, routineness, or the role it
plays in decision-making// The decision-making cont t may be an importent factor to include
in this theory of task-oriented orgenizational communication, Its importance cen only be
suggested by this research in that its presence mey\account for some of the apparent con-
tradictions. Inaorporating measures of organizational ‘decision-making would greatly aid
the developmen of'this theory.. As Grunig (in press) has discovered: "There is & clear ,

¢

ures an organization utilizes." The decision-making\%unteft could be defined

relationship betWeen the ‘decision situation of an organization...and the types of communica-
tion proceéz/

in terms of constraints problem-solv1;g orientation or other factors such as whether the .
 decisions are ?nvolved»in.the orgenization's material operational or knowledge technology.
Also, this structural- functional theory could be applied to subsets of people- ‘and object~
processing organizations and applied to subsets ol task-oriented information. While this

theory of organizational commnicatich has operationalized adaptability as a functional
measure, other performence measures "could be the communication system 8 adequacy, relia-
bility and compatibility (Thayer, 1968). _ : . ' Y
‘Most importantly, this%theory can be integrated into the cybernetic theory of organi- ‘
_'zational . conmunication deve%oped by Hage (19Thc). Figure 2 indicates how these findings
" can be arranged in a cybernetic model to show how people-processing orgenizations and
objecttprocessing organizations differ. Again, the importance of the cybernetic approach
is the emphasis'on feedback. TFuture research should'focus on how the functional variables

§

_ are related to the structural variebles: who is involved, why, under what circumstances,

What messages are Sent and how efficiently is feedback accomplished., Hopefully, this

'EC | 17 - . ‘
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theory has identified some of the factors which need to be considered in answering such
questions., o - 4 -
- For practicing professionals in the field of oréanizational‘commuhication, the theory
should suggest guidelines for structuring task-oriented communication For example, pro-
fessionals should expect more restrictions on task-oriented information within object-~

processing organizations; in fact, they should be prepared to impose restrictions if

: deSignated types of information are to’ be legally considered trade secrets. Professionals
; - ' . ' * K}
g with talents for displaying data should expect to be more involved in people-processing

organizations. Professionals‘with technical skills in gathering and processing informa-
) /

tion should expect to be more involved in object-processing organizations. Specifically,
professionals should expect to find object-processing organizations more involved 1n ac-
/

quiring, transporting and processing data, and to find people-processing organlzations mpre

involved in displaying data and making the data more adaptable. Professionak should

recognize that while this theory- has been applied to complex orgenizations, it m@y have

application to & single organization which is composéd of several subunits which may be [

2 -

characterized by traits common to a variety of organizations. This theory has also pointed

out the usefulness of conceptualizing the communication process as being made up of data

acquisition, transportation, processing and display. Obviously, this theory of -orgeniza-
e

tional communication has application to a_wide range of systems.

&
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TABLE 1

Meagires of Structural and Functional Components of Task-Oriented Communication “\ .

Systems: Descriptive Statistics for People-Processing and.Object-Processiné

Organizations

COMMUNICATION INDEX (1)

THROUGH -PUT

 Objectis (N=1L)

Scale (range) Significance People (N=60)
Level ' mean stan. dev. mean $tan. dev,
ACQUISITION (1-200) v p<.01 58,50 71.23 124.05 ‘8u.17
A<Reliability (1-7) p<.025 3.78  2.55 . 5.29 42.37
~ A-Frequency (1-6) . p<.001 1.57 2.05 3.64  2.53
TRANSPORTATION (1-200) p<.10 45.00 48.65_ 64k.29 k45,22
? .
T-Speed (1-7) p<.025 .| 2.92 2.8 L.k3  2.53
" T-Technology (1-4) n.s. .78\\ .85 1.00 .78
PROCESSING (1-300) p<.005(2) 75.44  78.12 126.15 60.64
P-Technology (i-u; p<.005(2) 1.73 .97 2.43 .76
~ P-Staff size (1-6 n.s. 1.28  1.55 1.21 .96
P-Turnaround Time (0-7)| p<.005(2) 3.12 2.79 5.00 2.39
DISPIAY
D-Format (1-U) p<.30 2,23 "1.11 2,07 .92
D-Level (1-3) 'n.s. 1.93 97 - 1.93 .83
D-Audience  (1-89) p<.025. 22,12 27.46 - 5.92 3.48
D-Restrictions (0-1) |p<.00l 0.00  0.00 .21 .43
ADAPTABTLITY (1-200) p<.05 36.83° 16.21 29.29 ' 12.07
Adt-Generel (0-5) p<.30 1.68 1.19 1.50 .ol
Adt-Specific (0s5) p<.05 2.00 1.03 1.43 .85

i»

8

2]

Tndex derived by summing items standardized to a scale of one to 160.
Significent in the opposite direction then hypothesized.
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FIGURE_J, - -

ORGANIZATIONAL CLASSIFICATION SCHEME

v THROUGH-PUT
) PEOPLE ' OBJECTS
MunicipalitiesJ(N=l8) A Manufacturers (N=9)
State and Federal Agencies (N=15) Power Generators (N=5)
Assbciations (N=8)
Professional Firms (N=8)
Regionel Planners (N=11)
Total N = 60 \ Totel N = 1k
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COMPARING OBJECT-PROCESSING AND PEOPLE-PROCESCING ORGANIZATIONS :
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